In December 1996, the first Ministerial Conference of the newly created World Trade Organization (WTO) was held in Singapore. The Conference attracted considerable attention, particularly the negotiations concerning the controversial issue of the 'social clause' -the linking of labour standards with trade liberalization. A compromise on the issue resulted in a paragraph on labour standards in the final Declaration of the Conference, the first time that a reference to such standards was included in a WTO official document At first blush, the paragraph appears to close the door to further consideration of the link of trade with labour standards within the WTO, but this is unlikely to be the case. The efforts to examine the link between labour standards and trade within the WTO will continue after Singapore.
The WTO was established at Marrakesh in 1994 at the conclusion of the Uruguay Round to provide an institution to administer the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and other Uruguay Round agreements as well as to provide a more effective dispute resolution mechanism than existed under GATT. The subject of a social clause was discussed at Marrakesh, but no decision was taken on the subject While a Committee on Trade and Environment was set up as a result of pressure from developed countries, no WTO committee or working group was created on labour standards and trade. The only mention of the subject at Marrakesh was a brief reference in the Chairman's lengthy list of issues that could eventually be considered in the WTO work programme.
The Ministerial Conference meets every two years and is the highest WTO authority. At the first Conference in Singapore a number of important issues, in addition to the social clause, were on the agenda. A virtually complete agreement on Information Technology was adopted at the Conference, working groups were established to examine the relationship between trade and the areas of investment, competition policy and government procurement, the Committee on Trade and Environment was established as a permanent WTO body, and the WTO signed a cooperative agreement with the IMF, similar to an agreement earlier signed with the World Bank. Several months after Singapore a much-heralded agreement on telecommunications was adopted. Once again, the ministers refused at Singapore to set up a committee or working party on trade and labour standards.
The controversy over the social clause arose early in the Conference when an officers' invitation to Michel Hansenne, Director-General of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), to address the ministers was withdrawn due to objections from developing countries who wanted no discussion of labour issues at the meeting. The linking of trade and labour standards within WTO was urged most strongly by the United States, France and some other developed countries, and opposed by a substantial number of developing countries (and the United Kingdom). A compromise between the proponents and opponents resulted in the inclusion of the following paragraph in the final Ministerial Declaration (which has already been given differing interpretations):
We renew our commitment to the observance of internationally recognized core labour standards. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) is the competent body to set and deal with these standards, and we affirm our support for its work in promoting them. We believe that economic growth and development fostered by increased trade and further trade liberalization contribute to the promotion of these standards. We reject the use of labour standards for protectionist purposes, and agree that the comparative advantage of countries, particularly low-wage developing countries, must in no way be put into question. In this regard, we note that the WTO and ILO Secretariats will continue their existing collaboration. 
The failure of the Ministerial Declaration to close the door explicitly on any further consideration of the topic leaves open the likelihood that the issue will surface in other work of the WTO concerning, for example, labelling and investment
The movement for the labelling of goods to indicate conformity with core labour standards -particularly the prohibition of extreme forms of child labour -is spreading in the United States and Europe. In Germany and other Western countries a campaign for the use of the label 'Rugmark' to indicate that children have not produced the carpets in question has been relatively successful. The WTO will be concerned that labelling not be used by countries as a means of forbidding imports 2 It was suggested by some prior to Singapore that the US might be using the labour standards issue only as a negotiating technique to obtain other highly desired results at Singapore. This does not appear to be the case. While the workers' rights issue may not have been the highest issue on the agenda of the US at the Conference, it was obviously an important issue to the US in its own right and there is no evidence of an effort to use the issue as a quid pro quo for other desired issues.
in violation of WTO agreements. The ILO is currently undertaking research relating to labelling, and collaboration between the WTO and ILO on labelling issues can be predicted.
The issue of labour rights will undoubtedly also be raised international labour standards (the ILO conventions concerned with fundamental human rights) and to consider the strengthening of the ILO supervisory procedures.
It was the weakness of these procedures that initially led the trade unions to urge the linking of workers' rights with trade in the hope that trade sanctions might be used to enforce labour standards. To the extent that ILO procedures for implementing labour standards are improved, the pressure for trade sanctions may diminish. But despite the expressed support for core labour standards by WTO members in the Singapore Declaration, many countries -as well as employer organizations -continue to block better enforcement by the ILO. The statement in the Singapore Ministerial Declaration that the ILO and the WTO will continue to collaborate with regard to labour standards and trade is scarcely a total rejection of future work of WTO in this regard. However, the 'existing collaboration' of the WTO and the ILO on the issue has thus far been virtually non-existent Other organizations, such as the OECD and UNCTAD (a UN organ which is also examining the issue), may contribute more than the ELO in the future to the issue of trade/labour links. If so, the ILO will have lost an important opportunity.
Another clause in the Ministerial Declaration deserves passing mention. The section of the Declaration referring to developing countries states: 'We will continue to work for greater coherence in international economic policy-making...' 3 One of the major critiques of the WTO as well as the Bretton Woods organizations has been their failure to take into account the social and human rights norms established by other international institutions. Thus, there has been a lack of a coherent approach among international organizations. Not too much should be read into the Singapore statement, since it is stated that there should be coherence only in 'economic policymaking'. Nevertheless, as other economic policy organizations such as the OECD and probably the World Bank in the future begin to consider the relevance of social norms, the WTO may also be led to consider them.
